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He sat behind me, talking to a slender blonde, leaning in and smiling in an
intimate way. She was in her early fifties at the most, but more likely in herforties, wellmaintained, professional, expensive-looking. I could hear bits of their conversation,
her speech faintly Eastern and well-educated, his pure Western Oklahoma. They sat
with their elbows on the bistro table under a ruby-tinted swag lamp.
I smiled. Kyle so depended on his bad boy, motorcycle-riding, Sturgis-bound
image to reel in these women, pretty much all of them cookie cutter products. He
worked out, affected a goatee and mustache, and enhanced his graying sideburns.
Fact of the matter was that he started out as a siding salesman and had never really
transcended that kind of inner core.
About that time, the genuine article sauntered through the door of the coffee
house, deep auburn hair bound back in a long ponytail, full tattoo sleeves on both
arms. His hog outside was daring anyone to mess with it. But he wiped his wet boots
on the welcome mat. Interesting. A big, muscular, take-no-prisoners kind of fellow,
as fine a painter of abstracts as he was a tattoo artist. Randy could break down a
carburetor, machine new or replacement parts, grill the world's best steak, and walk
his ex-girlfriend's Shih-tzu with no threats to his masculinity.
He could also drill you with his pistol, and I should know. We go to the range to
shoot three mornings a week. He's competitive. I'd like to be.
Randy nodded as he passed my table and looked to see what I was drawing.
It is my habit to do sketching exercises prior to painting, and I often do them in our
local coffee house on Saturday morning. His smile became huge; "Hey, man, that is
a great horse. I can't paint them—I can only tattoo them, myself."
"Bet you could, if you really wanted to," I rejoined, smiling, too. There's not
much he can't do. He studied my sketch of the Arabian for a few more moments, then
went to the counter and ordered pure adrenaline in the form of the Hammerhead, a
drink for people who want to mainline their caffeine. Obviously he'd been working
out, judging from the sheen of sweat glistening on his muscles.
My attention returned to the conversation behind me. "Yeah," said Kyle. "A
lot of my friends have shed their wives and are going out with girls in their thirties,
but I want somebody to talk to who knows who The Doors are, know what I mean?"
She nodded. I guess she knew what he meant. She didn't look like The Doors type,
though.
Blaine, one of the regular employees at the coffee house on the weekends,
brought Kyle and company their paninis. The owner was celebrating buying the
panini maker for a song and experimenting with three cheese and portobello
mushroom sandwiches on ciabatta bread. The flirtatious pair behind me hardly
touched their food, too into their conversation to spare time to appreciate the good
grilled sandwiches. Philistines, I thought.
Then the heavy glass front door swung open and remained so from the
force of the fierce Oklahoma wind. I looked up and felt a tremor of som ethingapprehension, unease—as I saw the tall, shadowy figure outlined in the bright
sunlight behind him. Such a Western cliche he was, but still, the stranger gave me
prickles.
I didn't recognize him. He was maybe 6'3," hard-muscled, brown as a nut, dressed
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in castoffs, or so they appeared. His tee-shirt was screaming yellow with Pirate's Bay
Air Taxi Service on the front and a skull with a red doo-rag advertising an Alaskan
company. It had multiple stains, and his chinos were ragged around the cuffs, his
work boots steel-toed and serious.
As he lurched in my direction, I could see a glazed look in his unnaturally pale
blue eyes. Viking on drugs. At the last moment he veered off from me, and, spotting
the blonde behind me, he strode to her table, looming over her and her companion
accusingly.
"Becky, " he said, "what the hell are you doing with this guy? Don't you know
the kids are at home by themselves? What kind of mother are you?"
Kyle looked at the blonde, then looked at the stranger. "Do you know this
guy?" he asked his companion. Stunned-deer-in-the-headlight time. She slowly
shook her head in the negative. You could tell that Kyle was really wondering. After
all, he apparently hardly knew her. He decided to believe her. Kyle stood up. I sighed;
he might have been tough in his own mind, but the stranger was five inches taller
than he was and road-tough. Also, maybe crazy.
I put down my sketch pad and pencils and looked to see if the back exit was
blocked. Just in case.
Just at that moment, the owner, Will Tolbert, shorter than either of the guys
squaring off, but not inclined to put up with crap, stepped between them.
"Knock it off, buddy!" Will shouted. "Kyle, do you know this piece of grahdoo?"
The stranger grabbed the owner by the shirt collar and threw him against
the wall—not an easy thing to do. Will slid down the wall and lay crumpled in an
unresponsive heap.
Kyle took that opportunity to throw a punch at the stranger, but it only grazed
him—he was exceptionally fast on his feet. I wondered what drug he might be on.
The blonde made a full retreat to the kitchen, and I moved away from my table to see
how things would end, too fascinated to leave.
"As for you... get your own damn woman—don't go around stealing someone
else's." With that said, the stranger punched Kyle right on the jaw, hurling him across
a table and two chairs. Pursuing the downed man, he methodically began to kick
and punch him, clearly aware of the anatomy of his victim and the damage he could
inflict. He was not a stranger to the street fight scene.
I grabbed Blaine and told him to call 911. Blaine faded to the kitchen to retrieve
his cell phone and make the call. I went to the fallen owner, who still was not moving,
and checked his pulse and breathing, which, reassuringly, were fairly normal.
Just then, Randy came out of the restroom, taking in the scene instantly. He
approached the stranger from behind, quick, silent, no more than a shadow.
It seemed that he merely cradled the man’s head and neck in the crook of his
elbow, but the stranger dropped like a rock to the wooden floor. Kyle, meanwhile,
was bleeding from his nose and mouth, curled in a fetal position in a futile attempt
to protect himself from his attacker's boots. We could hear the siren on the police
cruiser as it slid into a parking spot in front of the building.
Randy joined me, kneeling beside the owner. "He okay?"
"Yeah, I think so, Randy. We need to get the EMT's to look him over. He's too
stubborn to go to the ER, as you well know."
A flicker of a smile passed over Randy's face and was gone. He moved across
the room to Kyle, who was groaning quietly. "Is the chick still in the back?" he asked
Blaine.
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"No, she split right away."
"Figures."
The patrolman approached me and Blaine. "So what went down here?' I
groaned. It was a baby cop, not one of our experienced guys. I swear he really had
peach fuzz on his cheeks.
"Well, officer," I responded, "a stranger came in and accused Kyle here of stealing
his woman. Will, the owner, intervened and was knocked silly, and then the stranger
beat the crap out of Kyle. Blaine called you guys, and Randy over there, who'd been
in the restroom, came out and quietly grabbed the stranger and put him to sleep,
so to speak"
"Was the woman here?"
"Yes, but she left." I smiled at the young patrolman.
"Do you know her?"
"Nope. Kyle would have to tell you her name. "
"Flavor of the month?" He rolled his eyes. Hmm. He was more savvy than I
thought.
"Definitely."
Will was woozy but conscious, so the patrolman went to him to get his account
as the ambulance arrived. We were swarming with EMT's, examining Will, the
stranger, Kyle, and anyone else who'd hold still for it.
"You know, Randy, I just came in for coffee and to do a little sketching. But before
this becomes more complicated, I think I'd like you to escort me home. And can you
show me that Sandman move of yours?"
"I don't think you're tall enough, darlin'. We could try ..." I love that man's smile.
I gathered my sketching tools, packed them in a disreputable bag; Randy took
the bag from me, also tucking me under his arm, which at my height of 4'10" is not
hard to do. By the way, I'm the girlfriend now. Yeah. I looked at the male bodies
littering the floor.
Then I left with the real thing.
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